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A

braham is
considered
the father of
all believers. Jews, Muslim, and
Christian can trace their heritage back to Abraham. But the
figure of Abraham is more than
just a historical figure. He is
also a paradigmatic figure. His
walk with God opens a way we
can all follow. This is what we
propose to do here: to walk in
the footsteps of Abraham, the
father of all believers.
There are three stages to
Abraham’s walk with God:
the rupture, the bargaining,
and the exile, each of which
dealing with one type of rapport with others. The rupture
concerns his relationship with
his family, the bargaining his
relationship with God, and the
exile his relationship with his
neighbors.
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The Rupture
“Leave your country, your people,
and your father’s household and go
to the land I will show you.”
It is strange that the first prerequisite to following God is a
rupture with one’s past, with one’s
background and education. One
may think such a rupture is justified in Abraham’s case. Was not
Abraham after all the child of a
pagan land? Surely, such a rupture
should not apply to us. Most of us

The first prerequisite to
following God is a rupture with one’s past.
were, after all, well educated, well
brought up in good Christian or
Jewish homes. Interestingly, such
was also the case for Abraham.
He was no primitive. His father
was, after all, according to Jewish

tradition, a prominent businessman. And this wasn’t just any
business either. His father sold
idols. Abraham’s background is
in a sense not much different
from ours. Like most of us, he
also came from a religious background. And it is precisely from
this background that God calls
him forth. Why would God ask
such a thing of us?
Is not God present in our
midst? Is He not present in our
communities? Is He not the One
who taught us what to think
and how to act as a community?
Indeed, God is the God of the
community of believers. Indeed,
God is the God of our fathers.
But He is also my God. And any
true personal encounter with God
can take place only outside of the
walls of the city. This is why God
calls Abraham out of his people.
To meet with him face-to-face.

An encounter unmediated by the
no “Thy will be done” here, but
structures of the community.
“what if . . . ?” Abraham is not
This is why such a rupture is
afraid to disagree with God, he is
so important. Because it is only
not afraid to question Him. He is
when we are
not even afraid to
cut off from
express these quesAll
true
encounter
with
our root, and
tions and doubts
all alone in God passes through the
in the face of the
the
desert,
Creator Himself.
desert of doubt.
that God lets
Such an attitude
Himself
be
must have run in
revealed as He truly is: Absolutely
the family. Did not Jacob fight
Other. In our communities, God
with God Himself? The questakes on a familiar figure. Each
tion is, what is the outcome of
community has its own idea of
such an encounter? Is such an
God, its own interpretation of
approach fruitful? Is it really such
God’s ways. But God is more
a good thing to present God with
than a construction, more than
our questions, with our doubts?
a product of a community’s
Should we not rather have faith
Weltanschauung. He is God. He
and obey?
is Other. And it is the encounter
To ask such questions is to forwith this Other, the true face of
get that there is a positive aspect
God, which our time in the desert
to doubt. First of all our text tells
enables us to experience. It is in
us that the encounter with God,
the desert that God will present
the fight with God, moved Jacob
Himself in the most unexpected
from weakness to strength: “Your
ways. Because He is God and
name will no longer be Jacob, but
not just a projection of our own
Israel, because you have struggled
expectations.
with God and with men and
have overcome” (Genesis 32:28,
The Bargaining
NIV; verse 29 in Hebrew). The
“Now that I have been so bold as
text tells us that we must enter
to speak to the Lord, though I am
the struggle and not avoid it.
nothing but dust and ashes, what
We must confront our demons
if . . . ?”
and go through with the fight;
The desert which the rupture
for only then can we move from
with our past has thrown us into
weakness to strength. But there is
is thus not so barren as expected.
more to doubt.
In the desert God awaits us; it is
Indeed, where does doubt come
here that He reveals Himself to
from? When does doubt first take
us. What is this encounter like?
root in our minds? Always when
What is the nature of this facewe come in contact with someone
to-face?
who does not see things the way
It is a bargain. Abraham does
we do, whose way of life difnot beg, he does not give thanks,
fers from ours. Always when we
he does not praise. He bargains.
come in contact with someone
A very strange sort of prayer,
who brings to question our conthat bargains with God. There is
ceptions and ideas. But is God a

prisoner of our conceptions? Is
He not much more than the way
we envision Him? Indeed, what
is destroyed in the process of our
doubting is not God Himself.
God is great; He is infinite. He
is not affected by the prowess
of human reasoning. What is
destroyed is our conceptions of
God, our representations of God.
And it is only when our mind
cracks apart that we may have a
glimpse of the infinite horizon
that the narrowness of our minds
had hereto concealed from us.
There is thus an infinite value
in letting ourselves be moved by
our doubts. But there is another
dimension of doubt.
Doubt is also a mode of God.
Doubt reveals God as
much as it conceals
Him. For when we
doubt we testify
to the fact
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that God surpasses our understanding, that He is beyond our
grasp. The doubt reveals the hidden face of God. The face we cannot see. If we didn’t doubt, God
would then truly be a figment of
our imagination. For we would
only need to reconstruct Him in
our mind’s eye to again dispel the
doubt. If we didn’t doubt, God
would be in our possession, like
an object. Of an object we can be
sure. It will not move, it will not
change, it is here within our reach.
Not so of God. He is not always
within our reach. He is God.
What we thought of as a vertical
relationship with God has become
a horizontal relationship. All
true encounter with God passes
through the desert of doubt. And
doubt comes to us through the
mouth of others. It is our friends
and acquaintances that bring us to
doubt. It is they that broaden our
vision of things, it is they that help
us to go beyond the narrowness of
our own conceptions. The face-toface with God has thus shifted to
a face-to-face with the Other that
is next to us. God is also manifest
in the words of that Other. Which
brings us to the third stage of
Abraham’s journey with God.
The Exile
“Know for certain that your
descendants will be strangers in a
country not their own . . . .”
Abraham is the father of believers. As his children, we too are
exiles in a strange land. We too
are strangers in a land not our
own. We live in the world in the
mode of exile. In dealing with the
world we must never forget our
condition.
Yet, as believers, we continue
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to approach people in a stance
of superiority, so certain we are
of our moral enlightenment, so
certain we are to be the light of
the world, “the way, the truth, and
the light.” We seek out people not
because we love or need them, but
in order to save them. We do not
love mankind, we pity it. We are
not solidaristic, we are charitable.
And we forget that only God
saves. We forget that God commanded us not to save each other
but to love each other.

We forget that God
commanded us not to
save each other but to
love each other.
What does it mean then to be
a stranger in a strange land? And
what is our attitude to be like as
strangers? The condition of the
Levites in ancient Israel comes
closest to the situation we seek
to describe. The Levites were
the guardians of the Torah. They
were the ones responsible for its
transmission and in-depth study.
Yet, they were not considered as
princes, nor as sages, to whom
people came for knowledge and
understanding. On the contrary,
they lived as beggars. They did
not give, they received. “Indeed
the whole tribe of Levi are to have
no allotment or inheritance with
Israel. They shall live on the offerings . . .” (Deuteronomy 18:1).
Perhaps the Levites lived as
strangers in the land of Israel to
remind the people of Israel of
another reality, a reality not bound
to land. A spiritual reality. Perhaps
they lived as strangers to remind

the people of Israel of their own
past as exiles. Perhaps they lived as
beggars among the poor because
God Himself is present in the face
of the beggar. But why must one
live as a beggar when one has so
much to give? Because in order to
give one must first learn to receive.
This was the signification of their
double identity as beggar-princes.
To give of ourselves, to share with
others the light and the savor that
is our own, we must first learn to
receive from them. This is the real
meaning behind our condition
as strangers in a strange land. A
stranger is one who receives. He is
not a priori one who gives. Only
when he has received can he share
the gems of his own tradition and
culture and enrich his host.
The way of our forefather
Abraham is indeed uncommon. The way is not simple. It
is not easy. It brings us into the
unknown, in a land never yet
walked. And if we have the courage to leave the trodden paths,
if we accept to struggle through
the obstacles that come our way,
like one in exile, like a wandering beggar, we shall see one day
beyond, beyond that river, that
last obstacle, a horizon of unsuspected beauty unfolding before us:
The Promised Land.

